Active allies: hormones, stem cells and the niche in adult mammopoiesis.
Adult stem cells are recruited in response to specific physiological demands to regenerate, repair or maintain essential cellular components of tissues, while preserving self-renewal capacity. Signals that activate adult stem cells are not simply cell autonomous and stem cells are part of a larger dynamic framework, the stem cell 'niche', which integrates systemic and local cues to sustain stem cell functionality. The mammary stem cell niche responds readily to hormonal stimuli, generating pertinent signals that activate stem cells, culminating in stem cell expansion and tissue growth. We review here current knowledge of the mammary stem cell niche with attention to the potent stimulation rendered by ovarian hormones, relevant cellular and molecular players, and the implication of a deregulated niche, for breast cancer risk.